Aspiration in patients with head and neck cancer and tracheostomy.
Tracheopulmonary aspiration is a common occurrence in patients with dysphagia associated with head and neck cancer. We performed quantitative scintigraphic analysis of tracheopulmonary aspiration in 125 patients with head and neck cancer; 58 of these patients had a tracheostomy. Tracheopulmonary aspiration occurred in 58% of patients with a tracheostomy and in 23% of patients without a tracheostomy. In six of seven patients with a tracheostomy, tracheopulmonary aspiration significantly increased when the obturator was removed and, in these patients, occlusion of the tracheostomy tube during feedings eliminated or reduced the complication. Our studies suggest that aspiration can be monitored accurately and conveniently by scintigraphy, and that this technique is useful in the evaluation and management of dysphagia in debilitated patients.